How | Won a Chinese Annual Music Award with A Noise Track 
This is the author’s true story. 


summary: Three years ago | made a piece of experimental / electro-acoustic music which | 
wouldn’t casually listen myself, and | posted it to Douban.com (China’s main indie music site, 
mostly domestic musicians) like | would always do. Because of comparatively low popularity 
of experimental music and my limited music skills, | usually would expect some less than five 
“likes” while all the likes are from acquaintances or my fellow noise musicians (since that’s 
what’s happening all the time). However, with the help of an existing bug of the website’s 
algorithm, it finally won Douban’s own Annual Music Award. The author found it unbelievable 
at first and happily accepted the fact at last. 

Keep reading so | can show you how | did it. *rubs hands* 
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This is the track, headphone or not doesn’t matter, but maybe give it a listen so that you'll 
know what I’m talking about. Are you hearing some “Klaklaklakla’-sounding noise? You can 
keep reading while it doing it. 


In 2013 | entered a grad school studying music technology. The program is fairly techy that | 
always find myself smelling computer motherboard everytime | talk to the professors. | found 
that | enjoy talking with other professors who focus more on creative works better. According 
to them they use to know (or work with? not sure) John Cage and his contemporaries. | 
would conclude their music preferences as: 


TcvaHE (atonal ) 

AEE SILVA (untraditional technique ) 
ANS T44 Cirregular tempo) 

{= WKMRFF (noiseisgreat ) 

{AAS FEA (concerthallfriendly ) 

oh and 3 Hagenerative composition, too 


So basically “klaklaklaklakla’-sounding music. There are also 
“ZZZZwongwonggeegee’-sounding ones, similar idea. 

The author really wanted to become friends with them. 

After all, school resources can be limited, and because | enjoy live music a lot, | went out to 
see lots of free-improvisation shows and met this crowd of young improvisers who have 
been trying hard to get away from their jazz training background. I'd say their music style 
are like: 


B4 (improvisational ) 


Fe AE (atonal) 

AEE RLIEVHZ (untraditional technique ) 
ASS ATHA (irregular tempo) 

AS EE (unjazz) 

JAA HBA (almost no black people ) 


Almost identical with the professors' preferences. The author really wanted to make friends 
with them, too. 

Plus, by that time | was making a duo band with a girl who is into experimental music. The 

author (who hasn’t achieved anything yet in his life) really wanted to impress the bandmate 
girl. 

With all these reasons combined, the author deeply felt that he needs to work out (at least) 
one very standard experimental track. 

This thought was proved right afterwards. 


So | started to work. Long story short- the “klaklakla” sound was from a synthesizer. And 
when it goes to around 0’40” | thought that was enough and wanted a new sound. Then | 
used Guqin because it seems that everyone thinks it’s the coolest, and the author owns one 
himself (perfect). So | put my cellphone on Gugin strings to make the rattling sound you’re 
probably hearing now, meanwhile scrubbing a triangle on the side. Later, | realized that most 
of maestro’s works has several movements. This piece needs to have multiple movements 
even though it’s short, | thought, while | clearly knew that | don’t have the patience of making 
a long piece. Thus | did a long silent part after the first part, silent but only with the sound of 
me waving a plastic sword in the room (from last Halloween, | was a ninja). Then the piece 
went back to “klaklaklakkla” and ends. Three parts, very smooth, not a single bit of mundane 
aspects (nods head). 

Done. Named it Three Rooms at first, soon found it not cool enough, so changed it to roman 
character ///, then | thought /V looks better than ///. 

It was finally named IV. 

School professors seemed to like it a lot. Never got a chance to show my musician friends. 

| also uploaded it to my Douban page (kind of like how you post tracks on bandcamp), 
literally nobody clicked on it at first. 
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the look of the author’s Douban page 
And 6 months went by. 


Still in the year of 2013, | heard Douban was launching an award called Ba] EER (Abilu). If | 
remembered right, the principle of election was, instead of judges, they wanted it to be 
purely, data, -dominated. 

That is to say, the more clicks and plays and followers and track uploads you get, the more 
likely you are to be nominated/awarded. 

Here’s the official description of it from Douban: 

“Abilu music award is an annual award for Douban musicians, at the same time is a brand 
new experiment. There is no “judge” in the election procedure. All the awardees will be 
calculated from the content and visitor data of their musician pages. With the involvement of 
algorithm, we wish these intentional and unintentional data flow can reflect a realistic music 
scene. 


Abilu 2013 poster 


Giving it a thought, | felt that this won’t happen to my weirdo music. | forgot about it and 


moved on to change the profile info on my Douban page, which | would always do just for 
fun. 


St Classical 
ES Easy Listening 
a = iF Electronica 
MBAS): | ig Folk 
ft Jazz 
MI: V iif Pop 
Bile Rap 
BUR: 83% Rock 
{R Soundtrack 
ABR World 
HR: Bs shins el 2) ama 2) Baiatene 


mttp://www.douban.com/people/.../ 


screenshot made today, they used to not have the category “experimental” 


It’s kind of awkward but on Douban you have to choose one from these genres for your 
musician page: Classical, Easy Listening, Electronica, Folk, Jazz, Pop, Rap, Rock, 
Soundtrack and World. Of course you can change them whenever you want. At the time my 
“genre” was Electronica since that’s what | was doing before, and | wanted to change it. But 
there were no category of “experimental” music. | thought well why don’t | label my little 


nonviolence noise music as “Easy Listening”, with a slice of sarcastic attitude, so perfect. 
The author therefore changed his “genre” from “Electronica” to “Easy Listening”. 


And here comes the miracle. 


Few days later Douban wrote me an email telling me that | was “nominated in this year’s 
Abilu Award”. 

| found it hard to believe, giving it a quick look, and saw my name loomed on the nomination 
page. The author’s rapid-fire brain analysis concludes: since there are less amount of 
musicians in the category of “Easy Listening” than in “Electronica”, it’s easier to become the 
top-ranked ones when the denominator is smaller. “Seems like that change was a right 
move,” | thought. 

But wait, why it’s me not the others? The author quickly observed his own page, found an 
amazing fact- 

The play count of /V soared from two digits to four digits (while my total number of followers 
were three digits, it wouldn’t be this much plays even if everyone listens once). Why? Again, 
witted author immediately discovered the reason- 

| have this OCD-ish habit: after finishing a work | would listen to it over and over for 
double-checking all the details, also for my self-intoxication. | just found out my browser 
player has been playing this track silently, and the volume has been turned off for some 
reason (maybe | had a phone call and then went out?). And the “loop - single track” switch 
has been on 

has been on 

has been on 

That is to say | played my own track some thousand times. If my computer has a heart, it 
must have been broken down. 

| have to say that normally you listen to a track from a same IP address, it would (and 
should) just count as one play. But according to my own case, Douban’s developers seemed 
to have been totally ignoring this. 

| kept on observing this nomination page. There were five nominees per genre, the website 
will announce the final result in one week, and three out of the five nominees will win the 
“annual music award” of their respective genre. This means if my data flow beat two other 
nominees, I'll win. 

| played my track a couple more times, the play count continued to rise. 


Very nice. 
Therefore, | left my computer playing this track 24/7 in the following week, non stop 
non stop 


non stop 


One week later, awarded without a hitch. 
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as reference, these are other genres’ winners in the same year. 
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7, gaojiafeng 


If you are not into Chinese music you probably have no idea who they are. These are very 
important musicians in China, try think of Eminem, Katie Perry, etc. 
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| truely think my appearance on this list is a joke. 


Few days later, Douban wrote again saying they will publish a vinyl album including all the 
awardees’ tracks and give it to everyone as present (using analog material for bearing big 
data result? interesting idea..) 

But obviously the vinyl disc can only play less than 30 mins (excluding extreme occasions). It 
won't be able to have all the winners’ tracks. The Douban people found out this fact very 
soon and sent everyone another mail asking we truncating our works down to 2 minutes. | 
did it, and sent it back. 

Few months later the vinyls were cut, | got this record from my friend Zhu Wenbo - 


. ) 
¥ 

Vi 

' : ' = 


ee gaojiafeng 


and then left in Wang Ziheng’s place in Beijing, never saw it again. This above picture is 
from internet. 
Oh right, | took a glance of the track list. 


My track was not in the record. 


| could imagine some music editor did some “selecting” and just cut my piece out. That’s 
pretty “big data”. But | felt it’s already pretty encouraging to win a nation-wide award like this, 
what can | complain? No complaints. 

Good thing was all the awarded singles will being played on Douban FM (it’s own internet 
radio service). The play counts has risen quite a bit, but the number of my followers didn’t 
increase much. 


Then a year went by. 


Year 2014, same award started again. Douban changed their way of thinking 
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-says “Abilu Award has noticed the limitations brought by purely relying on data...” and for 
this year’s they will introduce judges to improve the professionality of the award. 
| bet there’s no prize for me this year. | did nothing and waited. 


And got nominated again... 
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It wasn't as exciting as the first time, think | became numb. | guess | now understood how 
those superstars feel who receive dozens awards in a year. 
And few years went by, life goes on comfortably yet simply, watery yet powerfully. Didn't 


became famous because of the award. 
But next time if you see this title “Douban Annual Musician” in the author’s biography, you'll 


know the story behind it. 


| don't think I’m feeling guity at all. 


